TRIBALS : THE PRESENT AND THE FUTURE 


I am deeply sensible of the honour of this invitation from 
‘Bhasha’ to deliver the Verrier Elwin Lecture. I am 
particularly grateful to Prof. (Dr.) GN. Devy for this 
privilege. The life and work of Verrier Elwin was inextricably 
intertwined with the tribals of India. Elwin’s was a lofty and 
distant dream of civilizing our contemporary society to be 
worthy of the unalloyed simplicity, artless and guileless 
civilization of the tribal folk. The tribal revered, its sense 
of the value of community, its sense of sharing and the 
effacement entirely of the creed of economic 
individualism, a joyous detachment from possessive 
instincts were, to Elwin, a refreshing departure from the 
Western ethnocentric individualism. Elwin was a man of 
many parts: a scholar and author, a winner of Sahitya 
Academy Award, a Padma Bhushan, Gandhian, an 
Englishman distressed and disenchanted by the coarseness 
of the British rule. 

Nikos Kazantzakis spoke some beautiful words of 
St. Francis : 


While writing this legend which truer than 
truth itself, I was overwhelmed by love, 
reverence and admiration for Francis, the 
hero and the great Martyr. Often large tear 
drops smeared the manuscript; often a hand 
hovered before me in the air, a hand with an 
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eternally renewed wound; some one seemed 
to have driven a nail through it, seemed to be 
driving a nail through it for all eternity. Every 
where about me as I wrote I sensed the Saints 
invisible presence because for me Saint 
Francis is a model of the dutiful man, the man 
who by mean of ceaseless, supremely cruel 
struggle succeeds in fulfilling our hopes and 
obligations, something higher even than 
morality or truth or beauty, the obligation to 
transubstantiate the matter which God 
entrusted to us and turn it into spirit. 


Writing of Elwin can be an elevating experience. A 
young man, not unknown to fame and to fortune; indeed 
born into an English family with a 400 year tradition of 
Christian religiosity, who came to India to preach the 
gospel and spread the light of Christianity, was swept away 
by the Gandhian flood and finally integrated himself entirely 
with the Indian Tribal Ethos, Elwin is too large in human 
terms for a mere pen portrait. It is no surprise that Elwin’s 
brilliant intellect and restless spirit has had to break away 
from the establishment of the orthodox Church because 
his own image of humanity was too lofty to be confined to 
any strict structured discipline of established religion. 
Gandhi and Jamna Lal Bajaj in a way, opened his mind to the 
tribal world of India. Elwin with his co-worker Shamrao 
Hivale went to the heartland of the Gond tribals, there to 
stay with and be part of them. His deep Indian sentiments 
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and abiding concern for the tribals, necessarily estranged 
him from the British rulers of the day who thought : 


As a missionary Elwin is probably excellent, 
but as a friend of India he is too credulous and 
sentimental to be anything but a dangerous 
nuisance. 


Elwin was deeply traumatized by the ruthlessness of the 
British authority in India. He once wrote : 


No one who has ever watched a lathi charge, 
especially on innocent people, will ever 
forget it — those huge sticks whirling in the 
air, the thud and thwack of the blow falling on 
head or shoulder, the studied arrogance of 
those who strike, the amazing Christ-like 
patience of the sufferers. 


The British establishment treated Elwin with suspicion 
and even resentment and when he went back to England for 
a short stay, would refuse him a passport for return. After 
long and somewhat demeaning negotiations, Elwin had to 
subscribe to an undertaking that he would abstain from 
participation in matters political and would confine himself 
to the service of the tribals. He was constantly under 
surveillance of the British. But the extraordinary life of 
service of Elwin to the cause of tribals is now legend. Later 
Jawaharlal Nehru asked him to go to NEFA as Advisor on 
Tribal Affairs. Elwin’s great enchantment and engagement 
with Tribal life have left an indelible imprint of this 
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extraordinary personality on the history of modern India. 
We may now havea glimpse of the Tribal’s world in India 
so dear to him. 
Forty years ago the Dhebar Commission recalled the 
following words of Toynbee : 


Primitive societies, as we know them by 
direct observation may be likened to a people 
lying torpid upon a ledge on a mountain side 
with a precipice below and a precipice above; 
civilization may be likened to companions of 
these sleepers who have just risen to their 
feet and have started to climb up the face of 
the cliff above.....At first sight we may be 
inclined to draw an absolute distinction 
between the two groups, acclaiming the 
climbers as athletes and dismissing the 
recumbent figures as paralytics; but on 
second thought we shall find it more prudent 
to suspend judgement. 


The Tribals were the most exploited sections during the 
British rule. After independence, the Constitution held out 
great promises for the improvement of their lot. Article 46 
of the Constitution enjoins that the State shall promote 
with special care the educational and economic interests 
of the weaker sections of the people, and in particular, of 
the Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled Tribes, and shall 
protect them from social injustice and all forms of 
exploitation. The provisio to Articles 275 and Articles 
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330, 332, 335, 378 envisage a special scheme for the 
benefit of the Scheduled Tribes and other depressed classes. 

Article 342 of the Constitution empowers the President 
to specify the tribes or tribal communities which shall, for 
the purpose of the Constitution, be deemed to be Scheduled 
Tribes. Article 366 (25), in turn, defines Scheduled Tribes 
to mean the tribals and tribal communities as deemed in 
Article 342 to be so. The Dhebar Commission, therefore, 
observed : 


The term ‘Tribe’ is nowhere defined in the 
Constitution and in fact there is no 
satisfactory definition anywhere. To the 
ordinary man the word suggests simple folk 
living in hills and forest; to people who are a 
little better informed, it signified colourful 
folk famous for their dance and song; to an 
administrator it means a group of citizens 
who are the special responsibility of the 
President of India; to an anthropologist it 
indicates a special field for study of a social 
phenomenon. In their own way all these 
impressions are correct. 


According to the 1991 census, the country had a tribal 
population of about 68 million. That is roughly equivalent 
to the population of Australia, Belgium, Canada and Sweden 
put together. The estimated figures for 2001 would be 
about 84.4 million — about 8.3% of India’s population. The 
four states — Madhya Pradesh (15.4 million), Maharashtra 
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(7.32 million), Orissa (7.03 million) and Bihar (6.62 
million) — account for almost 50% of India’s Scheduled 
Tribe population. The percentage of Scheduled Tribes in 
Central Services in Class ‘A’ was 0.21 in 1967. In 1998, it 
became 3.21. It is only in Class ‘D’ services it has shown 
some improvement to 6.85%. The tribal population of 
Gond is largest Tribal group in India. 

The twin attachments of the tribals’ is to land and forest. 
Rev. W.J. Culshaw writes : 


The most powerful motive in Santal life is 
possession of the land which they till...No 
motive is so strong in a tribal people as the 
preservation of the life of the tribe and its 
mores...and a Santal’s land not only provides 
economic security, but is a powerful link 
with his ancestors; and this applies to newly 
entered no less than the old, for they will not 
take possession till the spirits approve. The 
land is a part of his spiritual as well as his 
economic heritage. 


The lands that may yet remain with Tribals now are 
poorly developed and sparsely irrigated and remain poorly 
integrated with the markets. Increasing number of tribal 
cultivators are forced into agricultural wage labour. 

With the advance of times and with tremendous changes 
that great strides in science and technology have brought 
about, the large tribal population of India has to make a 
choice. The Dhebar Commission had said : 
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We stand at the threshold of a new era. The 
tribal people are prepared to make an entry 
into that era with other members of the family. 
The only thing that they expect is that the 
changes should not destroy the harmony of 
their life, and the contacts should not result 
in suppressing their distinctive personality. 


Speaking in the Constituent Assembly about the new 
approach to the tribal problem, Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel 
remarked : 

I would like to make one thing clear — is it the 
intention of people who defend the cause of 
the tribals to keep the tribals permanently in 
their present State? I do no think it is in their 
interest to do so. I think it would be our 
endeavour to bring the tribal people to the 
level of Mr. Jaipal Singh. 


Even as the tribals face the compelling need to make an 
option to join the outside world and get along with the 
business of the world, there are some unhappy prospects of 
the consequences of this integration. One is the loss of 
identity this assimilative processes brings about. The second, 
which is consequential to the first, is the loss of a great life- 
style, of an abiding sense of community and ofa philosophy 
of rejection of economic individualism which are in striking 
contrast with the culture of competitive consumerism of 
contemporary modern world. The third is the loss of a rich 
store house of Tribal Art, culture, traditional wisdom and 
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Tribal medicine. The modern world with its facades, 
deceptions, economic interests, with its ceaseless 
acquisitive strife for possession of wealth and power, not 
as a means to higher ends, but as ends in themselves is 
strikingly different from the sense of commercial 
innocence of Tribal way of life, though much of which may 
already be changing, thanks to the constant interaction with 
the so called ‘civilised man’. But the iconoclastic winds of 
change now sweeping over all institutions will not pass by 
this gentle culture. 

The rich cultural world of tribal Arts is an invaluable 
component of the mosaic of Indian Art. The broad philosophy 
of Tribal life, in tune with a deep inner culture of man, and 
its cherished values preserved over centuries are now ina 
melting-pot. The fact remains that they cannot forever 
remain unaffected by what goes on outside their limited 
world. How then can a delicate balance between continuity 
and change, modernity and tradition and the brave new 
world outside and the traditional life-style of Tribals be 
achieved? How can the rich heritage of tribal Art, Music, 
lore and legend, traditional knowledge be preserved? How 
is the baneful impact of development on tribal habitat and 
life be assuaged? Largest single group adversely hit by 
development projects in independent India is of the Tribals. 
The pace and progress of their rehabilitation has been 
dismal. So is the manner in which members of the De 
Notified Tribes are customarily treated by the 
administration, particularly by the police. 
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The Sub-Committee of the Constituent Assembly had 
earlier said : 


Both exclusion and partial exclusion have 
not yielded much tangible results in taking 
the aboriginal areas towards removal of that 
condition or towards economic and 
educational betterment. Representation of 
partially excluded areas in the legislature and 
in local bodies has been weak and ineffective 
and is likely to continue to be so for some 
time to come. Education shows definite signs 
of being sought after more and more but the 
poor economic conditions of the aboriginal 
and the difficulty of finding suitable teachers 
present problems which must be over-come 
before illiteracy can be properly tackled. The 
great need of the aboriginal is protection 
from expropriation from his agricultural land 
and virtual serfdom under the money-lender. 


It also sounded a note of caution : 


The tribes themselves are for the most part 
extremely simple people who can be and are 
exploited with ease by plains folk resulting in 
the passage of land formerly cultivated by 
them to money-lenders and other erstwhile 
non-agriculturists....the tribes have theirown 
customs and way of life with institutions like 
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tribal and village panchayats or councils which 
are very effective in the smoothing village 
administration. The sudden disruption of 
tribal customs and ways be exposure to the 
impact of a more complicated and 
sophisticated manner of life is capable of 
doing great harm. 


It is for that very reason Elwin pleaded isolation for the 
tribals because of the moral contamination of the outside 
world. He wrote : 

Until modern life is itself reformed, until 
civilization is itself civilized, until war is 
banished from Europe and untouchability 
from India, there is no point in trying to 
change the aboriginals. 


Far better let them be for the time being — not 
for ever, of course; that would be absurd. 
Perhaps in twenty, fifty, or a hundred years a 
race of men may arise who are qualified to 
assimilate these fine people into their society 
without doing them harm. Such men do not 
exist today. 

I advocate, therefore, for the aboriginals a 
policy of temporary isolation and protection, 
and for their civilized neighbours a policy of 
immediate reform. 


If you want to help the aboriginal, do not try 


Tribals : The Present & The Future 11 


to reform him: reform the lawyer, the doctor, 
the schoolmaster, the official, and the 
merchant, with whom he has to deal. Until 
that is done, it is far better to leave the 
aboriginal alone .... 


Fortunately, a large number of right thinking, 
intellectuals, anthropologists and social workers are 
focusing attention on the protection of these great values 
to protect them from the ravages of exploitation perpetrated 
in the name of development. Thanks to their efforts, the 
issues of protection of Tribal interests has acquired the 
status of a specialized study. These efforts are yielding 
results. Governments, developmental economists and 
others are increasingly defering to the advocacy groups on 
Tribal interests and are effecting changes, and mid-course 
corrections, in developmental policies affecting tribals. 

The principal issues in this discourse are the imperative 
for a policy of development of Tribal areas which envisages 
the legitimate share to the Tribals in the benefit of 
development and the need to identify and comprehensively 
document all traditional knowledge available in the country 
so that effective steps for protecting the ‘common heritage’ 
of tribals and others are taken. This has acquired urgency 
and added significance in view of establishment of an 
Intergovernmental Committee on Intellectual Property 
and Genetic Resources, Traditional Knowledge and Folklore 
by the WIPO General Assembly, at its twenty-sixth Session, 
in Geneva. The protection of traditional knowledge, 
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innovations and creativity; and the protection of expressions 
of folklore, including handicrafts were amongst the agenda 
items for discussion in the first sessions of the Committee 
during April, 2001. These issues cannot be left to those 
who in the past have made the theme banal by reason of 
stereo-typed speculation. A wider national participation in 
the dialogue is necessary. 


